Little is known of the mating system of the swift fox or how it compares to other socially monogamous mammals. In a 4-year study of 188 swift foxes, we used microsatellite analysis at 11 loci along with spatial observations to investigate swift fox mating strategies. The mating strategies used by swift foxes were highly diverse. Previous field observations have indicated that the swift fox is socially monogamous. However, we found that extrapair mating was a common breeding strategy; 52% of offspring were sired by a male that was not the mate of their mother. There was also variation in the structure of social groups. Of 59 social groups, the most common consisted of a male and female pair (93% of social groups); however, four stable trios of both one female and two males (5%) and two females and one male (2%) were also evident. The trio groups were spatially associated, and at least one member of each trio was highly related to a member in at least one other trio. Swift foxes also engaged in mate switching, which refutes the prevailing hypothesis that they always mate for life. Thus, we found that the mating system of the swift fox is highly diverse and substantially more complex than previously believed. We discuss factors that may influence which strategies are adopted and whether they are adaptive.
Results from genetic studies of mating patterns have often differed markedly from results of previous, exclusively observational studies (Hughes 1998) . There is increasing evidence that breeding systems may be substantially more complex and incorporate a greater variety of strategies than formerly documented. For example, a mixed strategy of maintaining a stable bond with one mate but engaging in extrapair matings with others is more common than previously thought in numerous taxa (Birkhead & Møller 1993; Morell 1998; Griffith et al. 2002) .
Much of the early evidence of the occurrence of extrapair paternity comes from studies on birds (Birkhead 1987; Westneat et al. 1990 ), but there is also evidence that extrapair paternity may occur in many socially monogamous mammals. For example, genetic data have shown extrapair paternity in the socially monogamous island fox, Urocyon littoralis (Roemer et al. 2001) , the hooded seal, Cystophora cristata (McRae & Kovacs 1994) and the Alpine marmot, Marmota marmota (Goossens et al. 1998 ). In the Ethiopian wolf, Canis simensis, 70% of observed copulations were between a female of one pack and a male from the adjoining pack (Sillero-Zubiri 1994) . This evidence may not imply high levels of extrapair paternity, however, because studies of birds have shown little correlation between the frequency of extrapair copulations and extrapair paternity (Westneat 1987a, b) .
The structure and stability of breeding groups may also be more variable than previously thought, and studies incorporating observational and genetic information are needed to fully describe breeding group structure and function. Many factors can influence breeding group structure. These include physiological and sociological factors, such as body size, sexual dimorphism and parental care (Alexander 1974; Moehlman 1986) , and environmental factors, such as prey abundance and population density (Macdonald 1983; Geffen et al. 1996) . Moehlman (1986) argued that group structure was correlated with body size among canid species.
The pervasive mating system in canids is monogamy (Kleiman 1977); however, many small canids have occasional polygyny (e.g. 
